There is a famous David Low cartoon from June 1945 in which Rodin's Thinker holds out the options open to the British people after the war. On the left is 'Haphazard enterprise for private profit'. On the right is 'Planned development for the higher good'. The cartoon wonderfully captures the attitude of many of those on the left of the Coalition government in the latter stages of the war. They believed there was a straightforward choice between a return to the chaos and confusion of the 1930s or the creation of a new, planned and ordered society. The choice was as clear and the answer as obvious to them as Low's cartoon implied.
1
The election result seemed like a triumphant endorsement of this choice. More important still, it was a choice made rationally, they thought, by an informed electorate. 'The significance of the election,' Aneurin Bevan wrote in Tribune, 'is that the British people have voted deliberately and consciously for a new world, both at home and abroad… For the first time we have an electorate, adult and responsible, knowing what it wants, with some notion of the difficulties involved in attempting it, and ready to pay the price for the effort'.
2
That people had voted 'deliberately and consciously' was critical to the incoming government. It corroborated Labour's belief in the importance of information and education, and the centrality of the rational citizen to a genuine democracy. Attlee, Greenwood, Dalton, Morrison, and others were convinced of and committed to this ideal; and theirs was not just a theoretical commitment. Attlee and Dalton had taught at the London School of Economies (LSE) and Greenwood at Leeds University. Fourteen members of the 1945 Labour government had been Workers' Educational Association tutors or executives.
3 Ernest Bevin transformed the dying Daily Herald into a two million selling campaigning mass market tabloid to ensure workers at least had a choice between a right-wing and a left-wing popular newspaper. For years the Fabians, the Independent Labour Party (ILP) and socialist politicians had been arguing that government planning, a welfare state, and comprehensive national insurance were rational solutions to the problems of modern society. Once these were properly explained to people they would see this and support them. They were only held back by a lack of information and by right-wing propaganda. Tell them the facts and they would listen.
The war seemed to bear this out. After a slow start (mainly due to MOI blunders) the public seemed both able and willing to understand and digest official information. From 1942, after the release of the Beveridge report, they even began to demand it. From 1943 political engagement and civic participation increased and accelerated. Public meetings on esoteric subjects like the meaning of democracy and the process of reconstruction were packed out.
4 Soldiers clamoured to find out more about the welfare state through the Army Bureau of Current Affairs.
This was an enormous, radical change and had a profound effect on the establishment. Harold Nicholson, writing in his diary in 1942, confessed that he was 'amazed at the intelligence of the public'. 5 Stephen Taylor, head of home intelligence at the Ministry of Information, wrote that 'The British public shows a very high degree of common sense. Given the relevant facts, they will listen to and accept explanations when they will not accept exhortations'.
6 As long as policies were explained to people they seemed perfectly capable of understanding and acting upon them.
They saw the ultimate affirmation of the people's rationalism as the rejection of the emotional vote in the election. By voting for a Labour government they proved that they had listened to the reasoned arguments of the Workers Education Association (W.E.A.), the Left Book Club, the socialist summer schools and the Army Bureau of Current Affairs and rejected the appeal of the war hero Winston Churchill. This gave those on the left even greater confidence in the people. It buoyed their conviction that a full and participatory democracy was realisable. It convinced them that the people were ready to help build a New Jerusalem. Labour politicians were elated. 'Socialists saw it as the dawn of a new world'. The Parliamentary Labour Party 'was really full of hope and glory', Douglas Jay wrote, 'we were on a mission, a crusade'.
